Laboratory detection of thalassemia.
The thalassemias are a heterogeneous group of genetically determined disorders of hemoglobin synthesis and can be divided into alpha-thalassemias and beta-thalassemias. The genes for these disorders are carried as relatively harmless traits which can be detected in the laboratory by a series of tests. As there are several variant genes in each group, heterozygotes for two slightly different genes occur, and interaction of these thalassemia genes with the hemoglobinopathies is quite common. Severe clinical disease usually only occurs in homozygotes, as in Cooley's anemia. The problem for the laboratory is to distinguish thalassemia trait from other causes of microcytosis and hypochromia in an economical and efficient way. The various proposed schemes are discussed, and it is suggested that detection of these traits should be part of a comprehensive screening program for hemoglobinopathies and thalassemias.